
 
LA Informational Handbook for Caregivers of 

Children with Parents in Prison 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Louisiana Department of Public Safety and Corrections 

Headquarters 

504 Mayflower Street 

Baton Rouge, LA 70802 

 

https://doc.la.gov/  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doc.la.gov/


 

P a g e | 2 

 

Acknowledgements  
 

With express permission, this handbook borrows extensive language 

from the Stronger Together series written by The Osborne Association 

of New York, Reaching Beyond Bars:  

A Handbook for Parents Incarcerated in Wisconsin and their Families 

written by the Correctional Education Association ï Wisconsin (CEA-

Wisconsin), and pamphlets from the Children of Incarcerated Parents 

Library (CIPL) created by The National Resource Center on Children 

and Families of the Incarcerated.  

 

The Louisiana Department of Public Safety and Corrections ï 

Corrections Services (herein referenced as ñDOCò or ñthe 

Departmentò) is thankful to Tanya Krupat from The Osborne 

Association of New York, Jerry Bednarowski from CEA ï Wisconsin, 

and Ann Adalist-Estrin from the Children of Incarcerated Parents 

Library for allowing DOC to adapt content from their handbooks for 

use in Louisiana. DOC also would like to thank Dr. Kristen Antoine-

Morse, a member of Secretary Le Blancôs Families of the Incarcerated 

Advisory Board and founder of the organization BELOVED, for her 

help in editing this handbook.   

 

Additionally, DOC would like to acknowledge the staff, mentees, and 

caregivers at Daughters Beyond Incarceration (DBI). DBI is an 

organization led by two women who are directly impacted by parental 

incarceration working to enhance the lives of girls growing up with a 

parent in prison or jail. The work they do in the community is essential 

to developing and enhancing the parent-to-child bond while parents 

are serving out their sentences.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

P a g e | 3 

 

To prepare this handbook, DOC worked closely with following 

members of DBI:   

 

¶ Dominque Johnson, cofounder of DBI 

¶ Bree Anderson, cofounder of DBI 

¶ SunShyne Mathieu 

¶ Sparkles Lewis 

¶ Jimese Van Buren 

¶ Alaceia Batiste 

¶ Destini Maneaux 

¶ Haelei Anderson 

¶ Kendra Anderson 

¶ Breiana Brown 

¶ Troynyah Hankton 

¶ Jarian Hankton 

 

DOC also thanks the following imprisoned people who helped 

illustrate this handbook: 

¶ Carlos Arias, cover illustration and Chapter 5 

¶ Douglas Whitton, Chapter 1 

¶ George Wright, Chapter 2 and Chapter 7 

¶ Bruce Zierhut, Chapter 3 

¶ Ila Womack-Grey, Chapter 6 

¶ Ricky Armentor, Chapter 4 

 

The Department is grateful for the expertise, contributions, and 

support of these individuals and organizations, without which this 

handbook would not be possible. 

 

 

 

 



 

P a g e | 4 

 

Special Considerations and Exceptions    
 

It is important to note that the tips and tools discussed in this handbook 

are not applicable in all cases of parental imprisonment. Specifically, 

this handbook does not address cases in which an imprisoned parent is 

arrested for a child-related crime or has directly or indirectly harmed a 

child. Direct harm includes crimes or abuse a parent commits against 

the child. Indirect harm includes crimes or abuse a parent commits 

against a childôs other parent, sibling, or relative. These cases are 

especially difficult to navigate and may require professional guidance, 

counseling, and/or therapy.  

 

Additionally, this handbook does not specifically address children 

whose parents are detained in immigration detention facilities. While 

these children may benefit from some of the resources in this 

handbook, these children and their families have different experiences 

with the criminal justice system.  

 

Although the information in this handbook is not exhaustive, the 

Department hopes the tips, tools, and resources included empower and 

equip caregivers to support children with parents in prison.  

 

This handbook was last updated in March 2021. Visit the DOC 

website at https://doc.la.gov/ for the most up-to-date information on 

prison policies and operations. 
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Letter  from the Secretary 
 

 
 

 

To Louisianaôs Caregivers of Children with Parents in Prison:  
 

On behalf of the Louisiana Department of Public Safety and 

Corrections, I would like to express my sincerest gratitude and 

appreciation for Louisianaôs caregivers of children with parents in 

prison. Accepting this challenging role is a courageous, yet rewarding 

decision. Caregivers do not receive holidays, sick leave, or vacations 

from parenthood or guardianship. However, I firmly believe the role of 

a caregiver is one of the most meaningful and important jobs that a 

person can do.  
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During this demanding time, much will be asked of you. The child will 

need your guidance, love, and support to ensure he or she continues to 

prosper physically, mentally, and emotionally. The imprisoned parent 

will require your assistance in maintaining his or her relationship with 

the child as well. Although these responsibilities may feel 

burdensome, your hard work and dedication do not go unnoticed.  
 

Caregivers play a vital role in helping the Department carry out its 

mission to protect public safety and reduce recidivism. Strong familial 

relationships are integral to an imprisoned parentôs success inside 

prison and returning to communities. My hope is that this handbook 

will serve as a useful resource and helpful guide as you and your 

family learn to navigate this difficult situation.  
 

Thank you for everything that you do for Louisianaôs children and for 

their parents in jail or prison.  
 

Sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

 

Secretary James M. Le Blanc  
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Letter from an Imprisoned Parent   
 

Dear Caregivers, 

 

Before I went to prison, I had a beautiful wife-to-be, sons and 

daughters, and a host of other family members, who thought highly of 

me and my family. They had high expectations for our future. But, one 

day things changed and I found myself sentenced to 25 years in prison.  

 

At first, I didnôt even know how to start this time.1 All kinds of 

questions would pop up in my head. Where do I go from here? How 

am I going to make it? Will my family continue to love me or will they 

forget about me? These were only a few questions I would ask myself.  

 

After coming to grips with myself and accepting the fact that I really 

had to do this time, I finally decided to call my loved ones. My 

childrenôs mother reassured me, ñWe are gonna keep praying and 

work this out together. I will make sure your girls will be there with 

you. You will always be their father.ò Hearing these words gave me a 

sort of relief and also a sense of encouragement. But even more so, 

these words opened my eyes to understanding the position I really had 

as a father, a husband, and a respected head of household.  

 

Those words also prompted me to accept my circumstances and to 

begin to do whatever possible to maintain a strong family relationship, 

even though I would be physically separated and distant. Through 

phone calls, letters, and visits, I was able to lay the foundation to 

secure our relationship for this long journey apart. Through all of this, 

their mother was always there in support of my children and their 

relationship with me.  

 

As the years passed, my children continued to grow physically, 

mentally, and spiritually with the assistance of their mother, others in 

                                                 
1 The word ñtimeò refers to Mr. Norwoodôs prison sentence.  
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the family, and a host of friends theyôd chosen. Now, years later, when 

I see or talk to my young ones, who are beautiful in every aspect, I can 

see all of the hard work and effort of these caregivers on display. But, 

what makes me so grateful is that no matter my situation, they still 

love me.  

 

I often ask myself, ñWhat if no one wouldôve taken the time to be 

there for my children? To guide them through their transition from 

young children to adults? To provide for them? To be their support 

system? To teach them what it takes to succeed and how to answer all 

these questions of curiosity that transitioning to adulthood brings with 

it?ò  

 

Today Iôm so grateful for the willingness, compassion, patience, 

understanding, and love from ALL  of the caregivers who played a role 

in raising my daughters and sons to be the beautiful, intelligent, and 

independent adults they are today. I am also grateful to the Department 

for creating this wonderful resource for caregivers and imprisoned 

parents. 

 

My final words of encouragement for caregivers are to never 

underestimate how important you are to children and their imprisoned 

parents. Your efforts make all the difference.  

 

Thank you all, 

 

 

 

Everett Norwood 
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Introduction  
 

Imprisonment does not end a parentôs role in his or her childôs life. 

Although parenting becomes more challenging when the parent is in 

prison, caregivers can help imprisoned parents continue as active 

supporters in their childrenôs lives.  

 

Caregivers of children with parents in prison may be the imprisoned 

parentôs spouse, unmarried partner, parent, grandparent, sibling, or 

friend. The caregiver also may be the childôs foster parent. No matter 

the relationship, caregivers face many challenges in dealing with the 

criminal justice system and raising children without the imprisoned 

parent.  

 

During this time, children may benefit from surrounding themselves 

with people going through the same experience. Participating in 

community organizations or support groups can help children feel like 

they are not alone. 

 

In Louisiana, parental incarceration or imprisonment affects about 1 

out of every 12 children. 2 During this difficult time, children need to 

know their caregivers and imprisoned parents still love and support 

them. To ensure children continue to receive this love and support, 

imprisoned parents, caregivers, and children all must work together to 

build and maintain healthy relationships. 

 

The Center for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) classifies 

parental imprisonment as an Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE). 

ACEs are traumatic events that occur during a personôs childhood. 

ACEs also include experiencing physical or emotional abuse, mental 

health disorders, substance abuse disorders, or violence. Parental 

                                                 
2
 Keeping Kids and Parents Together. (March 2018). Human Impact Partners. Retrieved 

from, https://humanimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/HIP_LAcaretakers_2018.pdf.  

https://humanimpact.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/HIP_LAcaretakers_2018.pdf
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imprisonment and other ACEs contribute to the development of toxic 

stress and other negative health and wellbeing outcomes for children. 

 

For example, research shows children with imprisoned parents may be 

at a higher risk for developing learning disabilities, behavioral 

problems, developmental delays, speech or language problems, and 

anxiety or depression.3 As such, it is important for caregivers and 

imprisoned parents to be aware of these negative effects and 

proactively work to prevent or alleviate them.   

 

In order to help caregivers and imprisoned parents during this stressful 

time, the Louisiana Department of Public Safety and Corrections ï 

Corrections Services (herein referred to as ñDOCò or ñthe 

Departmentò) created this informational handbook to offer helpful tips, 

resources, and strategies to support children with parents in prison.  

 

In this handbook, tips for caregivers are colored blue, tips for 

imprisoned parents are colored red, and tips for both caregivers and 

imprisoned parents are colored purple. For a list of community 

organizations that support children with parents in prison and their 

caregivers, please refer to Chapter 9 of this handbook. For more 

information about DOC or specific prison facilities, please visit the 

DOC website at https://doc.la.gov/.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 Turney, K. (2014, August 19). Stress Proliferation across Generations? Examining the 

Relationship between Parental incarceration and Childhood Health. Journal of Health and 

Social Behavior. https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146514544173.  

https://doc.la.gov/
https://doi.org/10.1177/0022146514544173


 

P a g e | 12 

 

 

Chapter 1: Why Maintain Relationships?  
 

The decision to allow children to maintain a relationship with their 

imprisoned parent is difficult. Every family is different and must make 

decisions based on the needs of children, preferences of imprisoned 

parents, family budget, and other complicated factors.  
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Although no single decision fits every circumstance, both children and 

imprisoned parents can benefit from maintaining contact and 

communication throughout the parentôs prison sentence. In cases 

where maintaining a relationship with the parent is in childrenôs best 

interest, many imprisoned parents can contribute positively to their 

upbringing. Individuals and circumstances change over time so 

caregivers should continuously evaluate their decision to facilitate the 

parent-child relationship.  

 

While many children want to make sure their imprisoned parent 

is safe, they may not wish to contact the parent immediately 

following an arrest. Additionally, in some cases, contact or 

communication with the imprisoned parent may not be in 

childrenôs best interest at the present time. However, caregivers 

can reevaluate the possibility for a relationship between 

imprisoned parents and children in the future.  

 

It is important to note that caregivers should prioritize the needs 

of children first. Caregivers may consult school counselors, 

therapists, and community organizations or support groups to 

help them make decisions.  

 

Benefits for Children 
 

The potential benefit children may receive from maintaining contact 

with an imprisoned parent depends on how much support they receive 

from caregivers or other trusted adults. With this support, children may 

gain the following benefits:  

 

1) Heal feelings of neglect and abandonment.  

No matter the circumstance, separation from a parent is traumatic for 

children. However, contact with an imprisoned parent can help 

children cope with this trauma. It is important for children to know 
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that the imprisoned parent loves and supports them, even from prison. 

Although the parent is no longer physically present, consistent 

communication helps children understand that their parents are still 

emotionally present for them. This understanding can help children 

heal from feelings of neglect and abandonment as well as better 

understand why the parent is no longer at home.  

 

Additionally, visits give imprisoned parents and their children the 

space for intimacy. Imprisoned parents may find it easier to speak 

more honestly and openly with children face-to-face. These open and 

honest discussions can decrease children's feelings of neglect.  

 

2) Maintain the parental status of the imprisoned parent.  

Consistent contact and in-person visits help children and imprisoned 

parents maintain continuity in their relationship. For children in foster 

care, this continuity may influence a judgeôs or child welfare agencyôs 

decision to maintain an imprisoned parentôs parental rights upon 

release.  

 

3) Prepare children for the imprisoned parentôs release.  

Staying connected helps children and imprisoned parents grow, learn, 

and change. After the parent finishes serving time in prison or jail, the 

parentôs move back home is easier for everyone when communication 

between the children and imprisoned parent remains constant.  

 

Without a relationship during imprisonment, children and imprisoned 

parents may idealize their reunion. They may set exceedingly high 

expectations for one another that fail to match reality. In other cases, 

children and/or the imprisoned parent may view each other as 

strangers.  

 

Children who do not stay connected with their imprisoned parent may 

also experience the parentôs return as an intrusion. They may be 
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confused when the newly released parent brings a change in parenting 

style and rules to an established routine in the family. Children also 

may experience this confusion or frustration whether or not the parent 

lives with them.  

 

Benefits for Imprisoned Parents 
 

Imprisoned parents who maintain relationships with their children may 

experience the following benefits:  

 

1) Build  the foundation for successful rehabilitation.  

Families are integral to the successful rehabilitation of people in 

prison. People in prison who receive visitors and maintain family ties 

are more likely to maintain successful relationships with their families 

upon release. Families can provide hope for imprisoned parents which 

manifests into growth, knowledge, and change.  

 

People in prison may take a variety of rehabilitative classes pertaining 

to anger management, moral recognition therapy, substance abuse 

recovery, job training, education, faith-based programming, and more. 

Many prisons also have parenting skills programs, such as Malachi 

Dads or Nurturing Parenting. These programs can help prepare 

imprisoned parents for release and teach them valuable life skills.  

 

Caregivers should encourage imprisoned parents to participate in these 

types of programs. Instruct imprisoned parents to speak with their 

facilityôs Education Coordinator or Transition Specialist about 

programs they are interested in taking. 

 

Consistent communication with imprisoned parents also helps keep 

them informed on current events and news in the outside world. With 

more knowledge and awareness about life outside of prison, 

imprisoned parents are better prepared for reentry. 
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2) Allow imprisoned parents to feel involved in the day to day 

of childrenôs lives.  

Consistent communication helps imprisoned parents stay informed 

about their childrenôs lives. Although imprisoned parents cannot see 

their children every day, they still want to hear about childrenôs daily 

activities, challenges, and routines.  

Imprisoned parents also can share details about their day-to-day lives 

with children. For example, imprisoned parents can talk about what 

time they wake up, the food they eat at different meals, or activities 

they do throughout the day. Frequent and open communication with 

children creates a sense of normalcy for imprisoned parents and allows 

them to feel active in childrenôs lives.  

 

3) Increase likelihood of receiving parole.  

The Committee on Parole may be more likely to grant parole to 

imprisoned people with a strong family support network. The 

Committee also considers the imprisoned personôs:  

¶ Release plan;  

¶ Case record (disciplinary reports, prison work history, and 

criminal history);  

¶ Rehabilitative and educational program or counseling sessions; 

¶ Victim Impact Statements; 

¶ Prior criminal history; 

¶ Character, social background, and emotional and physical 

condition; and  

¶ Police, judicial, and community attitudes towards the 

imprisoned parentôs possible release.  

 

With these factors in mind, caregivers should encourage imprisoned 

parents to take care of themselves, follow institutional rules, and 

participate in rehabilitative and educational programs for which they 

are eligible. Instruct imprisoned parents to speak with their facilityôs 
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Education Coordinator or Transition Specialists about programs they 

are interested in taking. Visit the DOC website for a complete list of 

rehabilitative and educational programs that are available at each 

facility: https://doc.la.gov/.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://doc.la.gov/
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Chapter 2: Co-Parenting  
 

Imprisonment places added strain on any relationship, especially for 

those who co-parent. Imprisonment changes the way caregivers and 

imprisoned parents communicate, make decisions, and maintain their 

own relationship outside of caring for the child.  

 

As such, it is important for caregivers and imprisoned parents to 

build  healthy, collaborative relationships to co-parent children 
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effectively. These relationships serve as the foundation for sustaining 

positive communication between imprisoned parents, caregivers, and 

children.  

 

Communication Tips  
 

Caregivers of children with parents in prison may be relatives, family 

friends, or foster parents. However, no matter the pre-existing 

relationship, it is important for children to know that their caregivers 

and imprisoned parents support and care for them. 

 

The following are general tips for developing and sustaining a healthy 

co-parenting relationship:  

 

Tip 1. Include the imprisoned parent in conversations about 

parenting decisions, such as discipline, childcare 

providers, schools, extracurricular activities, 

healthcare, participation in community 

organizations, etc.  

Tip 2. Both the imprisoned parent and caregiver should 

listen actively to each other and maintain honest and 

open communication.   

Tip 3. Be supportive and show appreciation of the other 

parent's or caregiverôs efforts. Acknowledge when 

the parent/caregiver does a good job. A simple ñthank 

youò or ñI really appreciate all that you doò goes a 

long way.   

Tip 5. Be sensitive to what is said in front of children. When 

children are within earshot, avoid speaking 

negatively about the imprisoned parent. It is 

important not to taint the childôs image of the 

imprisoned parent. 
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Tip 6. Resolve conflicts sooner rather than later to maintain 

a good relationship.  Do not put children in the 

middle of arguments or discussions.  

Tip 7. The imprisoned parent should encourage his or her 

family to maintain a relationship with the child. The 

caregiver should support relationships between the 

child and the imprisoned parentôs family as well. 

Ensure family members on the imprisoned parentôs 

approved visiting list have authorization to bring the 

child with them to visit the imprisoned parent.  

Caregivers and imprisoned parents must set realistic expectations with 

each other for co-parenting. Imprisoned parents may be frustrated 

when they are unable to reach the caregiver. They may be upset if a 

caregiver misses a visit or call or does not involve the imprisoned 

parent in an emergency decision. Although these emotions are normal, 

it is important for imprisoned parents and caregivers to talk through 

these emotions honestly and respectfully.  

 

Additionally, caregivers must learn to say ñnoò when they cannot do 

something the imprisoned parent requested. While it is important to 

support the imprisoned parent, caregivers must take care of their own 

needs first.  

 

Budgeting Tips 
 

The imprisonment of a loved one is expensive. Families often lose a 

primary source of income, and household expenses increase to finance 

communication and other costs of supporting the imprisoned parent.  

Although talking about money can be difficult, caregivers should 

speak openly about finances with imprisoned parents and set realistic 

communication expectations. The following section is designed to 

guide this discussion over family finances. 
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There are five main categories of costs directly associated with a 

parentôs imprisonment: 1) visiting, 2) electronic communication 

through JPay, 3) phone calls, 4) mailed communication, and 5) 

sending money. Caregivers and imprisoned parents should determine 

the budget for each category together. 

 

1) Visiting 

The total cost of visiting a person in prison will depend on the method 

of transportation. For those traveling by car, you will need to 

determine the cost of gas. For those traveling by bus, you will need to 

calculate the cost of the bus fare for each person visiting.    

Depending on the length of the visit and the facility, food may be 

available to purchase for lunch in the prison or jail facility. Lunch may 

cost between $10 to $20 per person. Some facilities have vending 

machines to purchase snacks as well.  

Some facilities also have a photographer available to take pictures of 

visitors and their imprisoned loved ones. The cost of these pictures 

may vary depending on the facility, but it is usually around $4.00 per 

photo.  

Determine how many times per month you can afford to visit the 

imprisoned parent. Some families may not be able to afford monthly or 

weekly visits and should create a savings plan instead. For example, 

for a family who wants to visit an imprisoned parent every other 

month, ensure you set aside enough money for half of the cost of one 

visit in your monthly budget.  

For those who are unable to physically visit the facility, virtual visits 

through JPayôs video visitation platform, Video Connect, are available. 

A ten-minute Video Connect session costs $2.50.  
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2) Electronic Communication  

JPay allows people to email, send photos (Snap nô Sends), send videos 

(Videograms), and participate in video visits with their imprisoned 

loved ones. To use JPay, caregivers need to create a JPay account and 

purchase JPay stamps to send emails, Snap nô Sends, and Videograms.  

JPay sells stamps in packages of: 

¶ 20 stamps for $6.00, ($0.30 per stamp) 

¶ 35 stamps for $10.00, ($0.29 per stamp)  

¶ 60 stamps for $15.00, ($0.25 per stamp) 

Purchasing the 60-stamp package is the most cost-effective option. It 

is important to note that caregivers and children do not need to use all 

60 stamps in one month.  

For imprisoned parents to send emails or Videograms, the cost per 

stamp is $0.30. For both families and imprisoned people, all emails 

and Snap nô Sends require one stamp and all Videograms require two 

stamps.  

Caregivers and imprisoned parents should set limits on the number of 

electronic communications an imprisoned parent, child, and caregiver 

can send. Purchases are non-refundable.  

 

3) Phone Calls 

Telephone communication is provided by an outside vendor, Securus 

Technologies. A 15-minute phone call costs $3.15. Determine the 

maximum number of 15-minute phone calls per month and multiply 

this number by $3.15 to determine the family budget for phone calls. 

For example, one 15-minute phone per day for 30 days would cost 

$94.50.  
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4) Mailed Communication 

The cost of sending letters and packages varies. Stamps typically cost 

between $0.20 to $0.55 per letter. Family members can order food or 

hygiene packages and other personal items through the Canteen 

Package Program. The minimum cost for a food or hygiene package is 

$20. For more information on the price of packages and how to order, 

visit http://www.prisonenterprises.org/canteen-packaging-program/.  

 

5) Sending Money 

Some families and friends send money to imprisoned people for 

canteen items, communication, and other expenses. Caregivers can 

send imprisoned parents money through the mail, walk-up locations 

for MoneyGram, the Internet, the phone, and lobby kiosks.  

 

Mail Family and friends may send money orders through 

the mail. There is NO charge for sending money 

orders via mail. JPay requires a JPay deposit slip to 

accompany the money order. The maximum amount 

of money that can be sent via mail is $999.99. 

 

MoneyGram 

 

 

MoneyGram is located in Walmart and CVS 

Pharmacy locations as well as other locations with 

the MoneyGram logo. Family and friends must 

provide the MoneyGram office with cash only and 

the imprisoned personôs information. MoneyGram 

will submit the payment electronically. MoneyGram 

charges a fee for this service. The maximum amount 

of money that can be sent is $4,999.99. 

 

Internet Family and friends may go online to www.JPay.com 

and send funds using a credit or debit card. JPay only 

http://www.prisonenterprises.org/canteen-packaging-program/
http://www.jpay.com/
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accepts Visa and MasterCard. The fees associated 

with sending money through JPay online are: 

 

Money Sent                     Fee    

$ 0.00 - 9.99     $2.50   

$ 10.00 - 19.99     $3.50   

$ 20.00 - 49.99     $6.50   

$ 50.00 - 99.99     $8.50   

$ 100.00 - 199.99     $10.50   

$ 200.00 - 300.00     $12.50  

 

 

Phone 

 

Family and friends may call 1-800-574-5729 to 

transfer funds using a credit or debit card. Only Visa 

and MasterCard are accepted. The fees associated 

with sending money by phone are: 

 

Money Sent                      Fee 

$ 0.00 - 9.99     $3.50   

$ 10.00 - 19.99     $4.50   

$ 20.00 - 49.99     $7.50   

$ 50.00 - 99.99     $9.50   

$ 100.00 - 199.99     $11.50   
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$ 200.00 - 300.00     $13.50  

 

 

Lobby 

Kiosks 

 

Kiosks are located in all state correctional facility 

visiting areas. Family and friends may provide funds 

to imprisoned parents by credit/debit card or cash. 

The same rates and fees apply for credit/debit card as 

transferring money via the Internet. Cash deposits in 

Lobby Kiosks have a $4.00 fee per transaction.  

 

 

Parenting Tips 
 

Although discipline is a necessary duty for all parents, no imprisoned 

parent wants to discipline his or her child. Imprisoned parents already 

have limited opportunities to interact with children and often do not 

want to spend this time on discipline and punishment. 

 

Each family must decide how the imprisoned parent will be involved 

in parenting the child. For some families, discipline helps the 

imprisoned parent feel involved in his/her childôs life and relieves the 

caregiver of the role as sole disciplinarian. For other families, the 

imprisoned parentôs role in discipline can cause resentment or stress 

between the imprisoned parent, caregiver, and/or child.4  

 

Tip 1. Involve the imprisoned parent and children in family 

decisions. Each person feels respected and valued 

when all family members are included in decision-

making.  

                                                 
4
 Fletcher, A. (2016, April). Positive Discipline and Child Guidance. University of Missouri. 

Retrieved from, https://extension2.missouri.edu/gh6119.  

https://extension2.missouri.edu/gh6119
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Tip 2. Reassure the child that it is okay to make mistakes 

and that he or she is still loved and a good person. Be 

patient with the child.  

Tip 3. Remember, caregivers and parents make mistakes 

too. Apologizing to the child when you make a 

mistake, sets a good example for them to do the 

same.    

Tip 4. Try not to raise your voice when you speak to the 

child. Instead of lecturing the child, have a discussion 

in which both parties feel heard and respected.   

Tip 5. When children misbehave, do NOT tell them that 

they will turn out like their imprisoned parents. This 

statement increases their sense of shame and stigma. 

Tip 6. Teach children to take ownership of their mistakes. 

For example, if the child got in trouble for throwing a 

temper tantrum in the store, the imprisoned parent 

could work with the child to think of ways to handle 

his or her anger better in the future.   

 

Although parenting children from prison is difficult, frequent and open 

communication can help children be more receptive to discipline from 

their imprisoned parents.   

 

Practicing Self-Care  
 

While caregivers may worry about the imprisoned parent, they should 

practice self-care first. Caregivers cannot effectively take care of 

children or imprisoned loved ones without first tending to their own 

needs. The time and energy invested in caring for children and dealing 

with imprisonment often leads to stress and exhaustion. At times, the 

caregiver may feel like he or she is ñdoing timeò just like the 

imprisoned parent. 
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Caregivers should prioritize meeting the childrenôs needs and their 

own needs. This includes meeting personal needs, such as getting 

enough sleep and taking time for oneôs self.  

 

The following are several self-care tips for caregivers:  

 

Tip 1. Get involved in community organizations and 

support groups for caregivers of children with 

imprisoned parents. These groups offer a good 

forum to discuss emotions, common problems, and 

other thoughts about caring for children with parents 

in prison with people who are going through the 

same experience. 

Tip 2. Connect with loved ones and people with lived 

experience. This means finding friends and family 

members to talk to. Sometimes, sharing this guide 

with them will help your friends and family better 

understand the challenges you face as a caregiver of 

a child with an imprisoned parent.      

Tip 3. Donôt hold everything in! Holding feelings in 

creates tension and adds stress. Talk about your 

feelings. It is better for your health, gives you 

practice for talking to children, and gives children a 

model for talking about this very difficult subject. 

Tip 4. Get comfortable with the truth. Keeping secrets, 

similar to holding in feelings, can cause physical and 

emotional stress. Telling the truth about a loved 

oneôs imprisonment also makes it easier to ask for 

help.   
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Tip 5. Continue to do things you enjoy!5 The 

imprisonment of a loved one can be expensive; 

therefore, it is important to ensure you leave room 

in your budget to do things you enjoyed before your 

loved oneôs imprisonment. For example, if you used 

to treat yourself to a manicure or a takeout meal 

from your favorite restaurant, try to leave room in 

your budget to continue to do those things. Although 

you may not be able to do these activities as often, it 

is important to do things you enjoy or substitute 

these activities with low-cost hobbies.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
5
 Dr. Kristin Antoine-Morse, a member of Secretaryôs Families of the Incarcerated Advisory 

Board, recommended this self-care tip for caregivers.  
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Chapter 3: Stress Points in the Criminal 

Justice System 
 

From the point of arrest to the time of release, there are numerous 

crises or stress points in the criminal justice system. These stress 

points may elicit different emotions and/or behaviors from children 

with imprisoned parents. Common traumatic points in the criminal 

justice system include: arrest, pre-trial and during trial, sentencing, 

imprisonment, parole, and pre-release and reentry.  

 

It is essential to understand how these stress points may affect a childôs 

emotions and behaviors. Through this understanding, caregivers can 

support children in developing healthier, more positive strategies to 

cope with stress and negative emotions. Caregivers and children can 

turn to community organizations for emotional support as well.  

 

Additionally, it is important to recognize that every child and family is 

different. Children experience a wide array of emotions. However, no 

matter the childôs visible response, every child experiences some 

degree of stress and trauma from parental imprisonment. 
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This chapter focuses exclusively on explaining why children feel 

certain emotions during different stages of the criminal justice system. 

See ñChapter 4: Supporting Childrenò to learn about different 

strategies to help children cope with these overwhelming emotions.  

 

The Arrest: Fear, Confusion, and Panic 
 

Separation from a parent is a traumatic experience. When a parent is 

arrested, trauma from this separation may be exacerbated when a child 

witnesses the arrest of the parent.  

 

However, even when children do not witness their parentôs arrest, 

children often imagine the worst about their parentôs condition. 

Children use negative images portrayed in the media about the 

criminal justice system to create their own terrifying narratives.  

 

During this time, children and family members often have little 

information about the parent and the criminal justice process. The fear 

and panic that children experience after an arrest may lead to 

nightmares, not wanting to go to daycare or school, resistance to 

staying alone, or clinging behavior to a person, animal, or object.  

 

Pre-trial and During Trial: Anxiety and 

Frustration  
 

Pre-trial is the period of time from when a person is arrested to when 

he or she goes to trial. Before a trial, the arrested parent may be 

released on bail or detained in a correctional facility. If a parent is 

detained during the pretrial period, he or she will remain incarcerated 

until the trial. Some parents may be detained without a trial for long 

periods of time, especially for more serious charges. Thus, arrested 

parents, caregivers, and even attorneys often do not know when an 

arrested parent may come home.   
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The uncertainty and unpredictability that characterize the pre-trial 

period can cause children to feel anxious about the situation. During 

this turbulent time, children may become frustrated with adults who 

they once viewed as ñall-knowing,ò but who are now unable to answer 

their questions.  

 

Children also may feel confused about what is expected of them and 

worried about what the future holds. Caregivers should be honest with 

children and respond age-appropriately to details about the parentôs 

case. Caregivers may choose to consult people with lived experience 

or community organizations for advice and additional support during 

this time.  

 

If a caregiver must have discussions with an attorney or about the 

parentôs case when the child is home, have a toy, snack, or activity 

available to comfort the child. Caregivers should be prepared to talk 

about what the child may have overheard and be able to translate the 

information into language that the child can understand at his or her 

age.  

 

Keep in mind that some children may be too worried about the 

caregiverôs feelings to ask the caregiver about what they overheard. In 

these cases, caregivers should reassure children that the caregiver 

loves, supports, and is there for them.  

 

Caregivers should never promise children that a particular outcome 

will occur, but should prepare to have a ñworst caseò conversation. 

Although caregivers may not have all of the answers, honest and open 

communication will help build trust between the caregiver and child. 

Remember, it is okay to admit you do not know the answer to a 

question.  
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Sentencing: Hopelessness and Helplessness 
 

During sentencing, family members often experience shock and 

hopelessness. Even if family members know the arrested parent is 

guilty, they often hope for a miracle or a lighter sentence. Family 

members and children with parents in prison can experience a lack of 

control as the judge decides the fate of the imprisoned parent.  

 

The sentencing period (from the time a parent is found guilty until a 

parent receives his or her sentence) could last several months. During 

this time, children may not be allowed to visit a parent or visits may be 

limited.  

 

In some cases, an imprisoned parent may be found guilty even though 

he or she is innocent. For these individuals and their families, the 

frustration and rage at the injustice of the criminal justice system can 

feel overwhelming. These situations are extremely difficult to 

navigate. Caregivers and children should seek support from 

community organizations, family members, friends, and counselors.   

 

In any scenario, the finality of a parentôs sentence may crush 

childrenôs hope of reunification. Sentencing makes separation from the 

arrested parent a reality. After a parent receives his or her sentence, the 

child and caregiver may both benefit from connecting with people in 

similar situations or getting involved in a community organization to 

help cope with stress and other difficult emotions. 
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Initial Imprisonment: Abandonment, 

Embarrassment, and Resentment 
 

Children experience parental imprisonment as abandonment. Often, 

children experience a mixture of emotions, which may be confusing. 

Children may be worried and concerned about their parentôs safety, 

while also being angry and frustrated at the parent for breaking the law 

and leaving them.  

 

Media portrayals of prisons and jails may cause children to feel more 

worried about the imprisoned parentôs wellbeing and safety. To reduce 

these fears, speak to children about imprisonment honestly and in an 

age-appropriate manner (see Chapter 5 Answering Childrenôs 

Questions).    

 

To further complicate matters, many children with parents in prison 

face social stigma from their peers and other members in the 

community. Unfortunately, society uses stereotypes to negatively 

characterize people in prison. These negative stereotypes can cause 

children with parents in prison to experience bullying or 

embarrassment. Although embarrassment is a normal feeling, 

caregivers should reassure children that they have nothing to be 

embarrassed about.   

 

Parental imprisonment changes numerous aspects of a childôs life. 

Imprisonment adversely impacts a familyôs finances and significantly 

changes the family dynamic. Some children experience larger changes 

that may be overwhelming, such as moving to a new home in a new 

school district and away from their friends. All of these factors are 

important to keep in mind when supporting children as they cope with 

the stress and emotions caused by parental imprisonment. During this 

difficult time, remember to be patient with children.  
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Parole: Anxiety and Hopefulness  
 

Parole provides people in prison with the opportunity to serve the last 

portion of their sentence in the community, but under the direct 

supervision of a parole officer. Imprisoned parents who are eligible for 

parole will receive a parole eligibility date. The Louisiana Committee 

on Parole typically meets with an imprisoned person within six months 

of his or her parole eligibility date. However, parole eligibility does 

not guarantee that a person will be granted parole.  

 

For children who are aware that their parent has a parole hearing, this 

period of time is extremely stressful. Children may be hopeful for a 

good result and anxious that their parentôs parole may be denied.  

 

If parole is granted, children may be elated and excited to be reunited 

with their parent. However, children also may experience stress, 

confusion, and a mixture of positive and negative emotions as their 

parent reintegrates back into their lives (see Pre and Post Release: 

Mixed Emotions). 

 

If parole is denied, children feel abandoned by the parent all over 

again. Some children are mad at the parent and blame the parent for 

the negative outcome, whereas other children become frustrated with 

the criminal justice system.  

 

For parents released on parole, parole supervision and reporting 

requirements may limit their parenting capacity and ability to perform 

certain tasks. For example, some parents may have curfews and 

geographic restrictions that may prevent them from participating in 

certain activities with their children. These limitations may frustrate 

and confuse children.  
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Pre- and Post-Release: Mixed Emotions 
 

Just as the imprisonment of a parent represents a big change in the 

childôs life, so does the imprisoned parentôs return home. The periods 

immediately preceding and following a parentôs release from prison 

are often the most traumatic for children and families. Children, 

caregivers, and imprisoned parents all changed significantly 

throughout the parentôs imprisonment, so everyone will need to adapt 

to a new normal.  

 

When a parent is released from prison, children are older and often at a 

new developmental stage in life. The parent may treat the child the 

same as the parent did before he or she went to prison. However, 

children have different needs and expectations when a parent is 

released. Some children have never seen the imprisoned parent outside 

of prison. Parents and children will need to work hard to navigate this 

new phase of their relationship. Remember to be gentle with each 

other because this transition is difficult for everyone involved. 

 

Caregivers also change substantially during a loved oneôs 

imprisonment. If caregivers are the spouse or partner of the imprisoned 

parent, then they might have assumed the role of both mother and 

father during the imprisoned parentôs absence.  

 

Through these new responsibilities, caregivers may have gained 

independence and competence in childcare and managing family 

matters. In some cases, caregivers or imprisoned parents have 

remarried and started new families. Caregivers and imprisoned parents 

will need to work together with children to redefine and learn their 

new roles in the family.  

 

Additionally, imprisonment changes people. Children may be 

confused when their parents return home and do not act the same as 

they did before. While in prison, the parent had little privacy. This 

transition is hard. Caregivers and children will need to be patient with 
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the parent and may need to reteach the imprisoned parent about life 

outside of prison.    

 

During this transient period, most children experience contradictory 

ideas and feelings about their parentôs return. Children may be hopeful 

that reunification will fix the problems that existed before the parentôs 

imprisonment.  

 

They also may harbor anger at the parent for abandoning them. Some 

children may even try to protect the caregiver and imprisoned parent 

by hiding their emotions and then fall apart when they sense the adults 

are okay. As such, caregivers, imprisoned parents, and other trusted 

adults in the childôs life should be prepared to help the child cope with 

and process these complex emotions.  
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Chapter 4: Supporting Children  
 

Common Emotional & Behavioral Responses  
 

Every child is different. Depending on a childôs developmental stage 

and personality, he or she may have different emotional and behavioral 

responses to a parentôs imprisonment. 




















































































































